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Metamorphose 
by smwrites 


Summary 


Malori tries, but the matters of the heart are seldom easy to explain. 


Of Desire and Duties 


PROLOGUE: 


Cerik finds himself standing before the Church of Folstina. 
It was not a reason, but a feeling that guided him here. 


The church is empty at night barring the security and one lone priest. The vacancy of the hall 
makes his footsteps echo, but he strides straight to the Prayer area. 


Warm hands come together as Cerik joins his palms together before the holy cross. A faint 
glow enshrouds him as he feels the powerful thrumming of the vast amount of mana flowing 
beneath him. And so, he prays. 


Oh goddess, I pray that I may find my way back to home, safe and sound. 
With that single prayer, he walks out of the empty church. 
A shooting star streaks across the night sky. 


But Cerik does not make any more wishes. 


Chapter 1: Of Desire and Duties 


“You are late.” 


While the sentence isn’t phrased as a complaint, Malori knew better— and proceeded to 
explain her delay. She’s sure that it’d have eventually come up in their conversation today; 
and it is better that the matter gets cleared up at the beginning itself. 


“I’m sorry. Classes ran late and I got a little busy finishing up the assignments” she says, 
flustered a little as she brings up a hand to rub her nape. She feels like she’s being scolded— 
offering meagre excuses for her tardiness, all the while being subjected to Queen Velverosa’s 
golden scrutiny. 


“Oh? So am I no longer your priority?” 


“T’m so—”’ 


“I jest. I merely worry, Malori. This is the demon kingdom after all. In the future, I expect a 
notice beforehand, so that I can rest assured that you are unharmed.” 


Velverosa walks up to her and ruffles her hair. Malori blushes in embarrassment as she looks 
away. Even such a casual show of affection sends her heart into a tizzy, but she’s happy with 
this much. 


(Or is she?) 
“Come now, let’s have tea. Tell me about your day.” 
“Thanks, Queen Vel.” 


And so, Malori vents her heart out at their tea table— about her ‘stupid’ professors, too much 
homework, and Cerik who took a day off for reasons not known to her. 


“More tea?” Velverosa offers, slightly sympathetic to her plight. 


The mage is surprised; rarely does she get Velverosa’s attention like this. A giddy feeling 
comes over her and her face breaks into a smile. 


“You have been awfully nice to me today. What’s the secret?” Malori waggles her eyebrows 
in a pathetic attempt to flirt. “You missed me or something?” 


“Don’t answer my question with another question.” 


The mage deflates when Vel doesn’t rise up to her bait. It’s funny to her when the Demon 
Queen gets flustered. Or laughs at her jokes. Or says something witty. Or— Malori stops 
herself from getting too far ahead. Something in her heart aches. 


“No. I should get going” she answers. “It’s getting late, and I have school tomorrow.” 


“Oh, I forgot. Humans need more sleep than the average demon” Vel says as they get up, 
their tea session having come to its end for the day. “The pookas will see you out.” 


“Thanks, Queen Vel” Malori turns to leave. But before she could walk out of the door, she 
hears her name being called. 


Her heart leaps to her throat. Is Vel going to ask her to stay? 

“Good night, Malori.” 

Swallowing the pill of disappointment, she chides herself for getting her hopes up. 
“Yeah, good night.” 


The pookas escort her to the doorstep of the tower, and Malori finds herself alone in her walk 
back to the portal gate. She lets out a sigh, as if to let go of the day’s failures. 


Focus on the positives, the progress! 


But progress, she thinks, am I making any? 


Malori looks up at the night sky, hoping to find answers to her doubts. It replies back with a 
fleeting meteor. 


Malori wishes upon it. 


Please let it be such that Queen Velverosa tells me to stay the night. 


Malori, however, doesn’t get the time to look back upon her wishes. 


They are in the final year of their school, and their course was not something to laugh at. 
Missions, classes and assignments— student adventurers were scrambling to keep up with the 
course. 


She finds Cerik slumped over the tables in their school cafeteria one day. 
“Having lunch will make you feel better, you know.” 
Malori puts down her tray, as Cerik awakens, wiping the drool from his mouth. 


“Tt’s lunch time already? Sorry Mal, I’ve to go to the adventurer’s guild— the crowd’s less at 
this hour. Might be able to hire some adventurers if I go now” He says as he gets up from his 
seat. 


She is disappointed— she had been hoping to share her lunch with him. They meet up less 
these days and occasionally, Malori finds herself seeking the familiarity of her best friend. 


“Why the rush? At least have your lunch” Malori reasons. 


“The king has been hiring them like crazy lately. The best ranked ones are always booked. 
And I already had lunch!” 


Malori does not get the time to ask more questions as Cerik speed walks out of the cafeteria, 
waving her off. 


She ends up sharing the table with a few other students. But she doesn't say a word to them 
during the entire lunch. 


Malori doesn't see Cerik for the rest of the week. She tries to make do with seeing Queen 
Velverosa everyday instead. 


“...The librarian scolded me a bit, but I was able to get away with paying no fines!” Malori 
recounts her day, grinning. 


“Quite the privilege you have.” 


“More like all student adventurers have. We have to serve Folstina with our life after all. 
Anyway, our education is subsidised by the King. We also get student discounts on various 
stuff and adventurers also get preference in many administrative posts in the royal council.” 


Queen Velverosa says nothing, sipping her tea in content. 
“Am I boring you?” 


“No, no. It’s just interesting to see the other perspective from time to time” Vel places her cup 
down. “Why aren’t you drinking your tea? I brewed it for us.” 


“Oh really? Thanks! It’s good” Malori relaxes, her worries of being a bother to Queen Vel 
dissipating. Although it does not clear what exactly she was to her either. But she can always 
dwell upon that later, in the solitude of her thoughts. 


“T’m sure better tea is available in Folstina.” 


“But the market is crowded— and Folstina imports tea, so the tea leaves are sold out soon. 
Thankfully, the market district is located near my home, even though it’s far from school.” 


“Doesn’t that create problems if it’s that far from your school?” 


“Nah. It does not; the distance is manageable— wait, let me draw it, else it is hard to 
understand...” Malori retrieves a notebook and pen from her inventory to explain it better, 
laying it down on the table for both of them to see. 


But in the process, their hands brush. 


“Sorry, I—” Malori tries to pull her hand away, out of courtesy. But Velverosa places hers on 
top of her hand, and doesn’t make an effort to remove it. 


“I... don’t mind, Malori.” 


Malori blushes, her face red like a tomato. But she was unashamed in her desires, and 
proceeded to interlace their fingers together. 


“I hope this is okay.” 
“Yes.” 


Later that night, Malori stares at her hand forlornly— the one that she had touched Velverosa 
with; and more importantly, that touch being acknowledged. 


She snakes down her hand underneath her nightgown, fingers slipping under the soft cotton 
of her panties, proceeding to pleasure herself. She makes herself comfortable on her bed, and 


her other hand comes up to palm her breasts, round and pliant. 


Soon, it gets too hot for her, and she gets rid of the nightgown and her underwear. Lying face 
down on her pillow, she sucks on her fingers, using them to slather the saliva from her mouth 
on her nipples. Feather light touches harden them, and Malori breathes out Velverosa’s name. 


Her other hand is busy drawing figures of eight around her clitoris. Occasionally, she strokes 
a single finger through her labia, teasing her entrance. She imagines them to be Velverosa’s as 
she finally dipped a single finger into her vagina. 


The penetration does not do much to abate her libido; her fingers are small, and she is out of 
lube to try putting a second one in. Her efforts are simply not enough to bring herself to 
orgasm, so she gives up eventually and cleans herself up. 


She hugs her body pillow as she tries to fall asleep, longing for Queen Vel to share her nights 
with. 


What a lonely thing she is. 


Her headmistress summons her the next morning, and for a moment she is afraid. 


She has witnessed what happens to the traitors, and being suspected to be one is a situation 
she wants to avoid at any costs. She feels the mark on her neck, beneath the choker. The 
pulse underneath thrums wildly. 


Much to her relief, the headmistress only states her concern about Malori’s future career 
prospects. After all, she’s the only one out of the top five ranked students at her school that 
doesn’t have a living family to support her, should her career as an adventurer go south. 


“Do not fret, Malori. I asked your plans for a job— because I have some news for you. The 
royal council will be enlisting some apprentices soon, and I feel you should give it some 
thought.” 


“Umm...” 


“The stipend is decent, and after a service of four years, you’ ll be eligible to apply for an 
official position in the council. And work directly with the King. Ah— but there’s a minimum 
service period of six years once you are selected though.” 


“That’s a lot of time.” 


“Yes, that’s why I want you to think about this. The royal council will make a formal 
announcement soon, but we were lucky enough to be one of the first recipients of this 
information.” 


“PII think about this” is all Malori says before finishing their talk. 


The news has her rattled, and Malori being the simple-minded fool she is, decides to seek 
Velverosa’s advice on the matter. Even though her former teacher probably would have been 
a more sensible choice. Probably. 


When she reaches the top floor of the tower, she witnesses the Demon Queen slaughtering a 
bunch of adventurers. 


“Another try hard party?” Malori asks, as she scans Vel for any injuries. There are none. 
“More like your King’s hired goons.” 
“About that, I need some advice.” 


There’s a change of scene; Malori finds herself seated at Queen Vel’s personal study while 
the throne room was undergoing repairs post Velverosa’s battle. 


"Here” the Demon Queen sets down the teapot on the small table, and Malori proceeds to 
pour both of them tea and explain her situation. 


“And what makes you think I’m going to help you?” 


“Please?” Malori makes a puppy face. She’s pulling out all the stops tonight just for her 
opinion. That’s how much Velverosa’s matters to her. 


“All you'd be is just another dog to him” Vel relents, the makings of a pout clear on her face. 
Malori resists the urge to squeal in glee and decides to push her buttons instead. 


“But having a pet is fun, right?” she leans over the table, getting closer to Vel’s face. 
Velverosa closes the distance between them and kisses Malori. 


All it takes is a few seconds but Malori’s mind explodes, and her entire face is a flaming red 
as she slowly breaks the kiss. It is then that Malori realises that she’d stopped breathing. 


“Brat.” 


The mage is too busy in her own la la land to even put up a counter to the accusation. How is 
it that Queen Velverosa always manages to surprise her? The surprises are wreaking a havoc 
on her poor heart. 


Seeing her in a state of pandemonium, Vel speaks up again. 
“At least finish your tea, Malori.” 


And she does exactly that, to bring about some semblance of order to her disarrayed mind. It 
helps to calm her down, and Malori is all but silent throughout the rest of their session. 


“It’s late— I need to go” is all she can manage to say at last. 


Velverosa does not push her, and nods in agreement as Malori prepares to leave. 
“Goodnight, Malori.” 

“Goodnight, Queen Vel.” 

They are at the threshold of the entrance to the throne room, when Malori speaks up. 
“Queen Vel, I—” 


Velverosa turns to look at her, awaiting what she has to say, even after their goodbyes for the 
night. Malori feels her heart beating erratically at the thoughts she was about to voice. 


“Can I have a hug?” 


“Only if you promise to decline the offer to Folstina’s royal council” Velverosa opens up her 
arms as her smile draws Malori in. 


The next morning, she sees Cerik at school as they walk down their school corridors during a 
short break between their classes. She itches to bother him, but he looked like he hadn’t slept 
very well the previous night. But habits are hard to break, and she could not help but take a 
dig at him. 


“Lamia dreams keeping you up, snake boy?” 


“Not everyone is having a gala time with their crush like you Malori” he snaps. Malori raises 
both her arms up in a gesture to calm him down. “Just been working at my shop too much. 
There’s been too many orders lately.” 


“Yeah, it gets rough sometimes. Do you want to chill out for a bit? Work on your project?” 


The said project was making of a lamia stocking. Aware of her friend’s questionable fetish, 
Malori props the question as a means for Cerik to vent his frustration in a more productive 
way. But surprisingly, he refuses. 


“Not today. I’ve to meet Alto in the infirmary— need to hand over some herbs that I collected 
from my last mission to their department” he yawns, stretching out his arms to shrug off the 
drowsiness. “Maybe catch some sleep too.” 


“Oh, okay.” 


“Later, Mal.” 


He takes a different path, leaving Malori in the hallway, as he disappears among the other 
students. 


When he reaches the infirmary, Alto is the only one present. 
“What happened to the doctor?” Cerik asks, handing over a small pouch of herbs. 


“He put me in charge till he finishes grading the assignments of the healer class” Alto says as 
he signs the register for receipt. 


The cleric opens the pouch to inspect the goods. “These look different from the Folstina ones. 
Where did you get them from?” 


“Apthos, Mortrem. Hey, can I sleep in here?” 


“Sure. Take the farthest bed though. It’s easier to avoid detection in that one if you draw the 
curtains” Alto replies. 


“Thanks.” 


Cerik wastes no time in taking his mid-afternoon nap. Alto on the other hand tears off a 
wispy blade of the herb he had just received, bringing it up to his eye level to inspect it 
closely. 


Apthos, huh? Might as well pay a visit to Apthos myself. 
He makes up his mind as he stows away a portion of the batch in his inventory. 


That night, Apthos burns as draconic flames set everything ablaze. 


A Demon in Disguise 


Chapter Summary 


A human in the guise of a demon. What an anomaly, Zariyah thinks. 


Malori is worried. She has been sent away from the tower the previous night; apparently, 
something urgent had come up which required Vel’s attention immediately. 


Well, Velverosa is the Demon Queen; and with a title like that, there’s bound to be 
responsibilities. 


Malori sighs a little; she was having a good time with Vel yesterday— a little closer to sharing 
her traumatic past and maybe getting to know the Demon Queen better. No matter, she is 
visiting in the morning that day— their school being closed for the day on occasion of a 
holiday. 


Perhaps, she can seize the chance today. 

“Queen Vel, are you alright?” 

“I... have been busy, Malori” Vel greets her. “I hope you reached home safely yesterday?” 
“You had Melathia escort me. I was more than safe. What is it that has got you so paranoid?” 


Velverosa doesn’t answer her for a minute. But Malori doesn’t give up, choosing to hold her 
hand as a sign of support. 


“The demon rebellion troop attacked Apthos yesterday. I had to go to personally settle it” she 
says at last. 


“Were there casualties?” 
“Thankfully, no.” 
“You saved them, Vel.” 


“But I am just a single being. I cannot save everyone every time” Vel grips her hand tighter. 
She looks at her but her gaze lands somewhere far away. 


Malori’s eyes widen as she understands what Velverosa is insinuating. 


“I promise Pll try my best to not get ambushed by them” is all she can offer. She knows it 
isn’t enough. She knows that Vel knows it isn’t enough. 


“You are weak, Malori.” 


And with that statement, Velverosa crushes her. But there’s no changing the truth— Malori is 
only human. 


“Trust me, Queen Vel! At least—” 
“Then prove yourself” she cuts her off. 


And that is how Malori finds herself in the disguise of a demon— courtesy of Connoleth, and 
on the way to an operation led by the succubus. 


At the outskirts of the Demon Kingdom, they stop their journey. But they are a bit too late. 


“Looks like the skirmish already started” Connoleth informs, having performed an aerial 
reconnaissance. “General M, focus on taking out their troop leader. P11 make sure the fight is 
contained and does not spread over to the No Man’s Land.” 


“Got it.” 


The fight isn’t that hard, but it wears her down. She thinks it’d be over soon, as they are on 
the verge of a victory, but all of a sudden, there’s an interference. A human interference. 


To her surprise, they are civilians. She does not know where they had come from— but she 
does not want them injured, or worse, dead. The mana tree can’t revive them either. But 
managing the situation is easier said than done. 


She instructs her troops to not engage further in the fight and call for some backup instead. 
But her underlying reasons are different— she knows that they will not hesitate to kill the 
humans and this is the only way to keep them out of the fight. But the rebel demons have no 
obligation to listen to her, and soon enough, Malori, finds herself fighting alone. 


“Get out of here!” she shouts, hoping to convey the gravity of the situation. 


Most of the people get her message and escape from the battlefield. But there’s one that isn’t 
so lucky. 


“Hoping to save the enemy? You haven’t learnt your lesson even after yesterday?” the 
commander lifts up the unlucky woman by the collar of her shirt, the one who wasn’t able to 
get away. 


“Or do you want to do the honour yourself? Get revenge for their atrocities?” he holds a knife 
to his hostage’s neck. 


“Let her go!” Malori doesn’t care for the words of her opponent, fearful for the fate of the 
woman. 


“Your loss” he throws the lady to the ground and brings down his knife. 


“Stop it!” Malori cries out, desperation evident in her voice. 


To her surprise, he stops. 
“Now drop your weapon and let her go, and stand aside.” 


The demon obeys. She can feel the flow of mana within her body, and it is running out. She 
realises that it isn’t the mana helping her, it is her crest of a demon charmer which is doing all 
the work. But she has no time to dwell on the fact that she has finally activated it and focuses 
on the situation instead. 

“Can you stand?” she rushes to help the lady. “What’s your name?” 

“Zariyah.” 

“You need to get out of here. I can’t hold him off for long.” 

“You are—” 

“Yes. Now go!” 

Zariyah flees from the scene without another word. 

“Now, what were you saying?” she turns her attention towards her lone adversary. Flames 
crackle up in the palm of her right hand, morphing into a sword. “Something about doing the 
honours?” 

Malori swings her sword at him. 


“General M!” 


Connoleth’s voice stops her. “Don’t kill him; we can interrogate him for information” she 
says. “And what was that?” 


Malori knows what she is referring to, and knows better than to play dumb. 
“Long story. I'll tell everything when we get back to the tower.” 


Their journey back to the tower is quiet. Malori feels exhausted, both physically & mentally, 
the fight having taken its toll on her. But it seems her report will have to wait, as Queen Vel is 
attending a meeting with her other generals. She decides to wait in Queen Vel’s study, 
watching the sun sink into the valleys of Mortrem. 


She keeps watching, till she can't watch any more, eyelids drooping as fatigue lulls her into 
sleep. 


She dreams of Velverosa, strong hands embracing her from behind as a confession of love is 
whispered into her ears. 


I love you too, Queen Vel. 


When she awakens, she is sleeping in Queen Vel’s bed, with Velverosa nowhere to be seen. 
But she has little time to dwell on that fact; she has school to attend. 


She is rushing out of the room after tidying up the best she could, when she runs into the 
pookas. 


“Good morning, Malori! We’ve prepared breakfast” they chirp. “Queen Vel is waiting for 
you!” 


She mulls over the offer— on one hand she is hungry, having missed dinner; on the other 
hand, she is apprehensive about facing Velverosa. She decides to go with the breakfast, after 
all she can’t put off facing the Demon Queen forever. 


“Good morning, Queen Velverosa” she wishes. 


“Good morning to you too. Have a seat” Velverosa indicates. Her face betrays no emotion, 
their situation mundanely domestic, as if yesterday didn’t happen. 


“Thanks for the breakfast” Malori wastes no time, digging into her food immediately. Vel 
watches her for a bit, then props her question directly. 


“About yesterday—” 
“Please tell me you didn’t hear me sleep talk.” 
“That wasn’t what I was about to ask you.” 


Malori is quiet for a moment. “I know. But can it wait till the evening? I’ve to get to school in 
a few minutes.” 


“Did you hear the news? The demon kingdom expanded their territory into the No Man’s 
land. Most of the villagers were slaughtered by the demons” Alto announces in their circle of 
three— Malori, Cerik & the cleric himself. 


“What? No!” 
"It’s true, Mal! Look!” he shoves the newspaper into her face. 


The photograph of a corpse, unmistakably Zartyah’s, along with other bodies strewn across 
the ground is printed across a quarter of the page. She feels a weight drop in her heart— as if 


afflicted with a sickness that knew no cure. 
She could not save them. 


“Duke Shermont is on edge and has requested King Albert’s help. I even saw the Demon 
Queen at Apthos a few days ago— that too, in her dragon form! Things are really tense across 
the border” the cleric says. 


“T bet that’s why the recruitment for apprentices of the royal council is going on” Galena 
saunters into the courtyard, Laila trailing along. “We are going to sign up— what about you 
guys?” 


“Pass” all three of them reply simultaneously. 

“You guys lack ambition” Galena mutters, irritated with their apparent dismissal. 

“And you lack the qualifications” Malori’s rebuttal is swift. 

“What did you say? You bett—” 

“Galena. Not the place” Laila warns. “Let’s wait in the stands.” 

Her cousin huffs, but complies, as they take their leave. Alto, too, announces his departure. 


“The healers are having the practice on the other end. I should get going too— the prof is a 
hassle to deal with.” 


It’s just the two of them, like old days; although, she hasn’t seen much of him lately. 


“Are you feeling okay? You generally don’t let Galena’s comments get to you” Cerik asks. 
Malori blinks; Cerik is astutely observant when it comes to her— no matter how much time 
they are apart. His concern warms her heart, as if to soothe over its turmoil. 


“T.. will be.” 


“Be careful, Malori. The demons have been on the offensive lately. The Demon Queen is not 
to be taken lightly.” The accusation in his voice is blatant, and Malori refutes back 
immediately. 


“She didn’t kill them, Cerik” she says, her voice dark. 
“They are our enemy, Mal.” 


“She didn’t. It’s not true” she presses, but does not elaborate. Cerik gets fed up with her 
obstinacy, choosing to walk away, instead of exacerbating the situation. 


“Whatever.” 


She’s left alone. 


“Yes, it’s true” Malori affirms. “I am a demon charmer. But I don’t know how to use my 
power.” 


Velverosa sighs. They are standing in Velverosa’s study, tea long forgotten due to the urgency 
of the situation. 


“You should have told me. Although knowing the history of demon charmers, I’m not 
surprised you kept it to yourself. Does anyone else except Connoleth & me know?” 


Malori is surprised that Queen Vel isn’t making a huge deal out of it; maybe a day was 
enough time for her to process the news, considering Connoleth might have already reported 
to her regarding the matter. 


“Jealous that you weren’t my first one?” the mage teases. 
“Afraid.” 


Her eyes soften in understanding. Malori knows what she’s referring to— there’s a reason 
why demon charmers were extinct. She knows that. Vel knows that too. 


And yet, her concern is a heady dose of dopamine to her lovesick being— and she can’t help 
but revel in it. 


“Don’t be. No one else knows that I— Vel?!” 


Malori finds herself being hugged tightly by the Demon Queen. She melts into the embrace, 
hugging back. 


“I’m glad you are safe. You could have been killed” Velverosa mutters softly. “I was worried 
when you fell asleep waiting on me— I thought something happened to you on the mission.” 


Being killed? She’d have revived. But what of those poor civilians? 
Malori does not respond back. 

“What’s on your mind that’s not me, Malori?” 

“Some humans were killed in that fight.” 


“It is unfortunate, but a battle is a battle” Vel continues to pat her back, trying to calm her 
down. “You should know this from your experience, little mage.” 


“T had tried so hard to save them, you know. I defeated the Demon Rebellion troops, yet...” 
Mal breaks the hug, and takes a long breathe. “I failed.” 


“It wasn’t your fault.” 


1? 


“Then whose fault was it?! Was it the rebel demons? Was it yo— mmph!” Malori can’t finish 
her breakdown, as the Demon Queen pulls her flush against her body, claiming her lips in a 
searing kiss. Her train of thoughts is derailed completely, and she finally gives in to 
temptation, bringing her arms up to encircle her neck, kissing her back. 


They break the kiss, but Vel closes in again for a second one. Malori gasps as she feels a 
foreign tongue slipping inside her mouth, trying to explore her mouth from the inside out. 


Velverosa lifts her up effortlessly and makes her sit on the table top. With the height 
difference much more manageable, Velverosa shifts her kisses from Malori’s lips to Malori’s 
neck. Malori’s breathe runs ragged, as Vel kisses her under her ear where it met the jaw, 
pushing her down on the table. 


Malori shrugs off her coat and tries to hold on to Velverosa’s waist for support. The Demon 
Queen brings up her right hand to Malori’s chest, lightly squeezing it. Mal’s breasts are small, 
but they are sensitive, and Vel teases her nipples over her dress. 


Malori pants at the added stimulation, her mind melting into mush. The choker is taken off as 
Queen Vel proceeds to lap at her throat, her textured dragon tongue adding to the sloppy 
sensation. She maps out the creamy column of her neck, before finally reaching her shoulder 
and gently biting down. 


Malori yelps. 
Velverosa pulls away immediately. 


And is greeted with the sight of Malori looking absolutely debauched, lying on the table with 
glassy eyes and dilated pupils. 


“Are you feeling okay?” 
“I’m feeling great” she replies weakly. 


Velverosa helps her tidy up a bit, but her gaze remains fixated on the crest on her neck. She 
ties up the choker around her neck, and Malori focuses on steadying herself as she feels the 
dragon nails skating on her skin. 


“Go see Connoleth on your way out. She wants to make you some clothes that will help you 
blend in here better.” 


“Thank you, Queen Vel!” Malori grins widely. 


“Thank you, O Goddess” Cerik finishes his prayer. The lights are dulled in the church, but he 
hopes his situation is seen by the greater powers and is judged in line with his prayers. He 


hopes they hear him. 

“Done with the prayer?” 

Cerik makes an ungodly noise. 

“Alto!” he turns to face him. “What are you doing here?!” 


Cerik is surprised that someone else is visiting the church at the dead of the night. That too, a 
person whom he knew and vice versa. The world of Zheletia is small indeed. 


“I wasn’t aware I was barred from visiting the church” Alto points out. 


“No, I meant what was...” Cerik tries to explain, but stops. He does not feel like making 
much conversation, and it’s better not to create a leeway to do so. “... You know what? Forget 
it. Pll be taking my leave.” 


Cerik adjusts his coat and brushes past him but stops on his way out. It is raining outside. He 
sighs in dejection as he turns back in to take a seat in the last row of the pews. 


“You surprised me too” Alto takes a seat beside him. 
Cerik does not reply. 


“I hadn’t thought you’d be so religious— praying in the middle of the night” Alto is not 
bothered by his lack of enthusiasm, and chooses to continue the conversation. And it works. 


“T am not,” the swordsman says. 
“But I am.” 


Realisation washes over him, and he leans back spreading out his arms on the back rest of the 
pews. Alto is a cleric after all. 


“T am not religious” he repeats simply. 
“And yet here you are— what an anomaly.” 


“The only anomaly is me not being at home right now, sleeping” Cerik brings over a hand to 
his face as he rubs his eyelids gently. He is tired. Sleep beckons him like a sweet relief. 


“If an anomaly has brought you here, then an anomaly will also send you home.” 


Cerik turns his head to look at him, but it is impossible to read his face with just a quarter 
view of his face. So, he resorts to words instead. 


“What’s that supposed to mean?” 


“That’s for me to know, and you to understand” Alto finally turns to address him, an impish 
grin on his face. The dim lights of the church cast half his face in shadows, and Cerik feels 
the drowsiness blurring his vision. 


“You are the one being an anomaly” Cerik groans, slowly. His breath comes out shallow, and 
he feels his consciousness slipping away. 


“Anomalies draw each other, don’t you know.” 


That’s the last thing Cerik remembers of that night. When he wakes up, he is alone and it still 
isn’t dawn yet. He feels strangely refreshed despite his subpar bedtime arrangements and 
stretches out his limbs as he stands up to go back to his house. 


It has stopped raining. 


Fission 


Chapter Summary 


It's the end of their semester. And the time to go their separate ways. 


Malori wishes farewells weren't so bittersweet. 


“Malori Crowett.” 


The noise dies down as soon as Velverosa addresses her in a room full of generals, all seven 
of them. The mage has just taken a step into the throne room; and something like this has 
never yet occurred in all of her visits. They look at her with unassuming expressions, waiting 
for their Queen to speak further. 


“Uhh, is this a bad time?” 
“No, not at all” Velverosa greets, as her face relaxes. “In fact, your timing is impeccable.” 


And so, the Demon Queen explains her plan— rather ambitious but not impossible. The 
demon generals welcome her inclusion into the plan— they had no reason for dissent since the 
mage could revive. 


“Let’s destroy the Demon Rebellion.” 


And Malori can’t help but get swept away in the momentum, swayed by Velverosa’s 
charisma. 


“Welcome to the demon army, General M. We set out tomorrow, this time” Melathia smiles 
as she adjusts her glasses. “You should retire for the night, staying up late has adverse effects 
on human health.” 


“Oh, I can’t wait to see you in your uniform!” Connoleth exclaims. Malori shakes, giddy with 
anticipation. But it isn’t her giddiness that causes her to shake, rather an explosion. 


“Intruders” Melathia summons her scrying ball. “A team of student adventurers from 
Folstina. Currently at floor five. Generals, to your position!” 


“What about me?” Malori asks, to no one in particular. But Velverosa takes it upon herself to 
answer. “Use the magical elevator, and get directly to the ground floor. You should be able to 
avoid the adventurers this way.” 


Malori blinks in surprise at the refusal but nods. She is eager to join the fight as General M, 
but she understands that she was too blindsided in her desire to impress Velverosa. There is 


no actual requirement for her participation in this case, and it is for the best that she doesn’t 
take any chances of blowing her cover. 


“Wait, you guys have a magical elevator?!” 
Fhaust laughs in amusement as he leads her to one. 


When she uses it to teleport to the ground floor, she finds herself in an unfamiliar corridor. 
There are no other demons visible in her sight, not even the small ones that often greeted her 
in the tower. 


[New area unlocked! | 


She walks briskly, till she reaches a T-section, diverging in two different directions. There is 
something written on the wall, but Malori could not read it since it was in a different 
language. She decides to take the right one, after all how bad could it be? 


“You.” 
Malori comes face to face with the rebellion troop commander she had defeated. 
“Oh fuck.” 


He lunges towards her, movements swift and rapid. Malori dodges and jumps back, putting 
some distance between them. He grins. 


“Won’t be so easy this time, you pesky rat” he summons a sword from his inventory. 


“How did you even escape?!” Malori shoots fireballs towards him. He escapes a few, but one 
is a direct hit. However, it isn’t enough to take him down. 


“Wouldn’t you like to know? Too bad, I don't even have the answer to your question. I was 
sleeping and when I woke up, I was a free demon.” 


It has got to be a lie, she thinks. But she’s in a fight and there’s no time to ponder about truth 
and lies; so, she files it away in the back of her mind to bring it up with Velverosa later. 


He swings his sword towards her, and keeps up his attack. She tries her best to dodge— close 
range fighting isn’t really her forte. The blade grazes past her cheek on a few occasions, 
slicing up some of her hair strands. But that is enough, as Malori spots an opening for her 
attack. 


“Icicle Blast!” 


A barrage of icicle forms in the air, shooting straight towards him. He blocks some of them 
and simply tanks the few that manage to hit him. Taking advantage of his momentary 


distraction, Malori summons another spell. 
“Frost Bloom!” 


Ice starts forming rapidly on the ground, blooming into various protrusions, until it finally 
ensnares his feet, keeping him frozen in place. 


[New skill unlocked! ] 


“Argh!” 


His body is encased in ice till his waist, and he hacks away at it using his sword. However, 
his attempt to break free is cut short soon enough. 


“Wind Slash!” Malori strikes before he can escape. The attacks hit with lethal accuracy, one 
catching him square in the face. He screams out in pain, his eye dripping with blood, before 
finally losing consciousness. The sword falls from his loose grip, clattering on the icy floor. 


Malori takes in a deep breath as she retraces her steps back to the junction and chooses the 
left one instead. There are many questions in her mind, but for now, she wants to reach back 
to Folstina alive. When she finally steps a foot out of the tower, she hears an explosion again, 
as she witnesses the adventurers being tossed out in the air. 


They all turn into coffins as they hit the ground with a dull thud. But it isn’t the coffins that 
startle her. 


“Malori?” 
“Gods, you scared me, Cerik.” 
“You look tired, is everything all right with the Demon Queen?” 


Sometimes, Cerik is too observant for his own good. She catches her breath for a while 
before answering. “Yeah” she says. “What brings you here?” 


“Just collecting some ingredients for a potion. Too bad, I couldn’t find them here. P1 try 
looking for them tomorrow. Last credit for the semester— after this, we are getting study 
leave anyway” he replies. 


“What about you?” 
“I’m already done with the credits, Cerik. My classes stopped like two days ago.” 


“Figured as much. Well, P11 be done too once I submit this to the infirmary. God knows Alto 
loves his weird potions. I don’t even want to know what he’s using these Mortrem herbs for” 
he states. “Want to head back home?” 


“Yes, please.” 
He does not know that I’m a Demon General now. 
But what he does not know won’t hurt him, Malori thinks. 


But truth is always ugly and bitter, and Malori learns that soon enough, and in a hard way. 


“You are a human, Malori! Stay out of their affairs!” Cerik yells as he blocks Malori’s flames 
with his sword slash, eventually overpowering her attacks. But the mage puts up a barrier in 
the nick of time. 


“You don’t understand Cerik! I’m helping to put an end to this war” Malori tries to reason 
with him. But her barrier breaks, and she’s forced to defend herself. 


“Frost Bloom!” 
The trick works, and Cerik is frozen in his place, unfamiliar with her new spell. 


“The demons just left you to fend for yourself in this battle! What were you thinking?” Cerik 
frees one of his hands and plunges his sword down on the icy ground, trying to crack it. 


“Oh no, you don’t” Malori fires her icicle barrage at him, but this time he puts up a barrier. 
“Tch. This is for the greater good, Cerik. Once the Demon Rebellion falls, the demon 
kingdom can work unitedly towards peace. Queen Velverosa will make sure of it!” 


“You are delusional. If she has involved you in this, she doesn’t even care if you live or die. 
If I hadn’t chanced upon you in my ingredients search, you’d have been dead by now” Cerik 
breaks free of the ice encasing him. 


“Then you should have left me to die!” 


A particularly hard hit shatters the barrier, and Cerik takes cover behind one of the ice 
structures from her previous attack. But it is a bad decision, as the moment he decides to take 
a peek, he is faced with a fireball. 


The explosion is deafening, and Cerik is thrown away by the sheer impact of it. Disoriented 
and dazed, he manages to bring up his hand to touch where his head was hurting. 


Oh, I am bleeding. 


The blast knocks reality back into him— and Cerik realises that he has lost his friend. So 
many memories he has created with her— both good and bad, and all those times he has 
shared with her; he had wanted to hold on to them and his hopes for her. That things will be 


good, that she could be happy, and that he could eventually end things on a good note if he 
goes back to Earth. 


How terribly all this has gone wrong. 


Cerik feels lost— stripped of his hope and his friend. Tears well up in his eyes, the despair too 
much for his being to contain. He can still end this— take down Malori and her madness; he is 
the hero, after all. 


He grips his sword as he wipes his tears on the back of his hand. Stands back up to face her 
as the steam cleared around them. 


“Cerik?” Malori calls out to him, unsure but still with an opposing stance. 


“You make me sick.” The words are voiced with the intent to hurt, leaving his mouth with the 
taste of ash and regret. “Don’t you ever associate me with the likes of you” he proceeds to 
sheathe his sword back. “If I ever see you again, we’ll be adversaries— and nothing more.” 


With these solemn words, he turns back and walks away. 


That afternoon, Sepheron falls along with his demon rebellion. Queen Velverosa’s troops roar 
in delight, and the Demon Generals share a toast together to their Queen, and the victory she 
has led them to. 


But victory has never tasted more bitter to Malori. 


“We have investigated, but not much was found regarding the case. The guards reported that 
the prisoner experienced a sudden mana spike, which Fhaust has attributed to a consumption 
of a certain drug, upon analysing his blood.” 


“So, he got out on his own?” 


“Yes. It is indeed strange, but not impossible. He himself had a blank spot in his memory 
during the time he escaped. Fhaust had been trying to interrogate him more in his lab, but he 
got unruly and was put down before he could endanger the residents of the tower.” 


So, he’s dead now. Relief washes over her for a moment, before Malori realises that she had 
more concerns to raise to Velverosa. Concerns about her encounter with Cerik and its 
possible consequences. 


“You must not take any chances. Pack your belongings immediately and move into the 
tower” Velverosa advises when Malori reports about her fight with Cerik. 


“Ts this much action necessary?” Malori asks, her heart still hoping to see Cerik as a friend. 


“It’s always better to be forewarned, little mage. If you are ousted as a traitor in Folstina, you 
can never go back there. It is in your best interests that I’m suggesting you this” Velverosa 
leans down to place a finger below Malori’s chin. 


She sees the hesitation in her eyes. Understandable, since Malori has known that place to be 
her home from her very childhood. It is the place where she has friends, and her school; it is a 
place where she can simply be and live her future. Convincing her will need a little 
something more, Vel deduces, so she leans over, placing her mouth near her ear. 


“Well, maybe for my interests too” she says in her ear, sotto voce. 


“Queen Vel!” Malori exclaims, pushing her away. “Fine, I got your point. P11 be here soon; 
don’t think you can get rid of me that easily!” 


“Be quick Malori. I hate waiting” Vel kisses her slowly, before sending her off. 


At The Doorstep Of Dreams 


Chapter Summary 


Some dreams are broken. Some are fulfilled. And some are abandoned. 


The dream walker witnesses them all. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Wow, you sure do look banged up, Cerik!” Alto lets out a whistle. “I didn’t th—* 


“Just take them, man. Also, could you heal me up?” Cerik shuts him up before the cleric 
could start spewing random words again. He isn’t quite in the mood for that— his battle with 
Malori and whatnot— and places the pouch on the table. 


“Whew, this is all the good stuff you brought in Cerik” Alto takes a look at the pouch and 
summons a heads-up display. “Here’s your payment and also I registered your credit score. 
Your professor just has to verify it.” 


Cerik watches him expectantly, as he closes the display. 
“You may take a seat on that bed. PI check on you in a minute.” 


Cerik signs his receipt and takes the money, not even bothering to check the amount. He 
takes his seat and muses to himself. Money doesn’t matter to him that much anyway— 
sometimes, Cerik is grateful that his host is a privileged, rich man. Malori, on the other 
hand...no, no; he’s got to stop thinking about it, thinking about her, more specifically her 
betrayal. 


He’s conflicted; should he rat her out, her life in Folstina will be over in an instant; she’d be 
rusticated from the school immediately, and her property would be seized by the King. His 
heart twinges at the thought— Malori’s father, Mr. Crowett, he’d built up that bakery through 
so much of hard work and effort. Every penny went into buying bricks and stone for the shop, 
the meagre balance that was left over was spent in maintaining the inventory and other assets. 
He had so many dreams for his little girl, a girl who he had adopted from the kindness of his 
heart. 


Dreams that probably meant nothing to Malori. 


“Your mana flow is very wild today, Cerik.” 


He blinks, breaking out from his reverie. His palm is gently held in Alto’s; he hadn’t even 
noticed when Alto came over to examine him. He reprimands himself in his thoughts— he 
should have been more careful; his mana is more potent than others, since he is the hero, and 
he’s always kept it under wraps, disguising himself to be as basic as possible. 


“I’m sorry. It’s been a stressful day for me” he breathes in deeply in an attempt to calm down. 
“Wait, you can sense mana flow? I thought that level of proficiency comes with higher ranks 
than yours, no offence.” 


Alto flashes a wry smile. “You know more than you let on, Cerik. And look at your rank. You 
are simply not like the others, are you?” he confirms the statement in a roundabout way. 
“Very well then, I’Il let you use one of the potions I developed using the very first batch of 
herbs you delivered to me. It’ll help control the erratic flow of mana in your mind and body, 
but it is infused with my mana, so expect some minor side effects.” 


“Why do I feel like I am the first person you are administering this potion to?” Cerik crosses 
his arms across his chest. Alto doesn’t strike him as the sort of person with straight 
intentions. And he isn’t stupid like Malori either. “And what sort of side effects?” 


“Some problems in sleeping and weird dreams. Nothing major. And you aren’t the first 
person I tested this potion on; and no, I can’t tell you the identity of the patient, 
confidentiality and stuff’ he makes a ‘zipping the mouth’ motion. 


“Here” Alto uncorks a vial and gestures to him. 


Cerik eyes the vial being offered to him and contemplates its consumption. The crimson 
potion looks akin to blood, more viscous, as if distilled from the very essence of it. 


He exhales as he drinks it down in one gulp. 
“Such a nice patient I have. Didn’t even complain about the taste.” 


His mocking ring hollow in his ears and Cerik leaves, not bothering to thank him. 


Malori doesn’t think she has ever packed her stuff so fast in her entire life. She doesn’t think 
she possesses much, but things kept piling on until she had stripped her house bare of the 
items she deemed as essential. It is at times like these that she’s thankful to be a daughter of a 
baker, i.e a goods seller, since they prioritised inventory magic above other magical 
techniques, and Malori too, excelled in it. 


Still it isn’t enough— Malori would have sought Cerik’s help in any other time, but now 
things were too different, even if it is quieter than she expected. 


I guess he hasn t said a word about it to anyone yet. 


She decides to do it on her own; it takes her multiple trips to the demon kingdom in a single 
night. Malori rejects the options of hiring a carriage or an agency, lest she raise suspicions. 


It is a tiring task— even though some of the demon residents of the tower lent her a helping 
hand. Her quarter is two floors below Velverosa’s, one of the highest floors assigned for 
accommodating a Demon General. 


“Don’t worry Malori! Queen Vel is taking a day off tomorrow— you can spend as much time 
as you want with her then” a pooka pacifies her, when she groans after finally moving in all 
of her necessary belongings. She feels sleepy and exhausted, and as if on cue, a yawn breaks 
out of her. 


“Thanks” she says; it was about to be morning in a couple of hours. 
“You should catch up on your sleep. Good night, Malori!” 
“Good night.” 


She collapses on her bed. 


Cerik dreams that night. 


He dreams of his home on Earth, glimpses of a happy life with his mother before being 
plunged into the darkness of his lonely room. Darkness that transitions into his fight with 
Malori, dressed in her demon attire and brandishing a flame sword, lunging towards him, as 
she went for the kill. 


The sword pierces through his chest, and Cerik looks down to assess his wounds and all of a 
sudden, Cerik finds that he’s King Albert. He collapses from the shock of the revelation, 
heart twisting in a wretched agony as he looks back up to find he’s no longer fighting Malori. 


Instead it’s the Demon Queen instead, in the glory of her dragon form. There’s a change of 
scenery, as she sets fire to the village of Apthos. He feels terribly afraid, and wants to run 
away but as luck would have it, he comes face to face with another demon. 


“Greedy humans, you may have gotten the upper hand on the demon rebellion by attacking 
us first, but it looks like you sure didn’t anticipate the big bad to make an appearance. She’ ll 
definitely kill you, that is, if I don’t kill you first.” 


“Wait, let’s make a deal, hmm?” Cerik finds himself saying, but the voice isn’t his, and 
neither is it King Albert’s. But he’s too focused on distracting the demon to focus on whose 
body he was inhabiting. 


His body moves on autopilot as he tosses a fluid filled tube towards the demon. A tube filled 
with the familiar, viscous crimson potion. The demon speaks something before ingesting it in 
one go— but he finds himself running. It is only when he comes face to face with the few 
citizens trying to escape, that it hits him. 


He is Alto. 


From the edges of his vision, he watches as the Fifth and the Sixth Demon General fight with 
the rebel commander for capturing a van full of demon prisoners; likely held by the humans, 
but abandoned in the heat of the battle. Bunkering down with the humans in hollow caverns 
beneath the surface, he closes the opening with his earth magic. 


And then, it is dark all over again. 


When there is light, he finds himself in a tied—up position, and stripped of all his weapons. 
He’s in a caravan, face to face with the Fifth Demon General, and his jaw is sore and hurting. 


He is the demon rebel commander, the one he (Alto?) had negotiated with. 


“Velverosa’s new dog has a soft spot for humans, you know. She let all of the humans go— 
the rats that they are” words that aren’t even his thoughts are voiced, despite his aching 
mouth. He feels his lips split open against a fresh wound that had stopped bleeding. 


“You should start worrying about yourself more than those humans. Considering you don’t 
want to end up like them, that is, dead” Connoleth says, unbothered, as she draws up a red 
line with her nail from the base of his ear to the notch of his neck. “Or would you prefer to be 
killed by me, like those humans?” 


The phantom wound sears his body with stinging pain and his world fades to white. 
“Cerik?” 


An omnipresent voice calls out to him, as the scene changes to an ivory landscape, even the 
ground beneath his feet— a limitless void space surrounding him. 


“Or should I address you as Lawrence?” 


This time he is Lawrence. And he has full control of his body finally, or at least, a semblance 
of it. Enough so that his thoughts are his own, that his words are his own. 


“Who are you?” 
“The one that brought you to this world. And the one that can get you back as well.” 


Cerik hears the toll of bells, in some far background, the sound gradually gaining clarity. He 
identifies it to be the ones that ring at the Church of Folstina. 


“That doesn’t answer my question.” 
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“Very well then. I am what you people call the ‘Mana Tree’” the voice echoes around him. 


“You can talk?” Cerik blurts out the first thing that comes to his mind. Then he realises he 
sounds like an idiot. “I mean of course you can talk; why, you are talking to me right now!” 


“Umm, so you can send me back to Earth?” he continues. 
“Indeed.” 

“So where do I find you?” 

“You already know.” 


The surroundings start shattering and crumbling, as if it was made from glass. Cerik screams 
at the nothingness that the Mana Tree seems to occupy, to answer more of his questions, but 
to no avail. The ringing of the bells become louder, drowning out his voice, as the ground 
below his feet cracks into fragments, plunging him to depths unknown. 


“Malori. You wanted to see me?” 

“Yes, Queen Vel” Malori says. “I need your advice.” 

“Again?” comes the sly taunt from Velverosa. 

“Vel! I’m serious!” Malori whines in an attempt to get her attention. “Come on, hear me out.” 


They are in Vel’s personal study once again, seated comfortably at the table. “I want to 
continue my studies, Vel.” The mage folds her hands in her lap as she gathers the words she 
wants to speak. “I haven’t even finished high school yet. I want to resume the same in any 
equivalent Demon Academy.” 


“The curriculum at Demon Academies are vastly different than that of humans— they were 
built with the education of demons in mind, not humans. The difference in lifespan and 
corresponding development between a demon and humans is too much, Malori,” Vel states 
clearly, outlining how impossible her desires were. Her aspirations are nothing but wish 
fulfillment so long she’s in the sanctum of Velverosa’s kingdom. 


c ‘But— kd 


“And you cannot keep hiding the fact that you are a human forever. Too many points of 
contact will eventually lead to slipping up off your cover, just like it happened with your 
friend.” 


And Malori cannot argue with that; so long as there was war, this divide between humans and 
demons, she could not hope for a world where education didn’t discriminate between the two 
races. 


She is silent for a while, when Velverosa speaks up. 


“That defeated look does not look well on you, Mal. Come with me” she says, as she leads 
them to her bedroom. From a cupboard, she fetches a book and hands it over to Malori. 


“Read this for learning spells, although I do not know if you’ll be able to— since it’s written 
in Draconian.” 


“Wow” she flips through the pages, before stowing it away safely in her inventory. “Thanks a 
lot for this. But wouldn’t you help me study, Vel?” 


She looks up at Vel with curious eyes, happiness plain on her face due to the gift she has just 
received. Her eager expression tempts Vel, and she places a hand on her shoulder. Dragging a 
slender finger along the raised clavicle, she skates her finger on her neck to unlatch her 
choker, feeling the warm pulse thumping wildly beneath the skin. 


Malori shivers. 
“TIl be too busy to help you study— but you could always come to me for...practice.” 


Vel grabs her hips as she lifts Malori off the ground, the mage’s legs locking around 
Velverosa’s waist. The dragoness kisses her sensually, slipping in her tongue into her mouth. 
Malori kisses back just as fervently, her fingers carding through silver hair, scratching lightly 
at Vel’s scalp. 


Velverosa takes the few steps required to reach her bed and lowers Malori down on it. Her 
breathing is heavy, pupils blown wide apart in arousal and her fingers deftly removed her 
flowing skirt, leaving her clad only in panties and stockings from her waist down. 


Malori averts her eyes. The sight before her is too alluring, too private, and Malori wonders 
whether she even deserved to lay her eyes upon a being so beautiful. 


“Look at me, Malori” Velverosa hovers over her, her arms pinning Malori’s wrists beside her 
head. Malori obeys, and she is burned under her yellow gaze. Bravely, she continues to 
maintain eye contact. 


“Tell me if you want to stop.” 
Malori gulps. 
“Please don’t.” 


“That’s a good girl,” Vel says as she leans in for a kiss. Her hands leave her wrists and 
proceed to undress the girl beneath her, deftly slipping off the straps and unzipping her dress. 
Soon, the mage is left only in her underwear. 


Velverosa circles her left breast with the fingers, squeezing the other one gently with her 
palm. She feels the nipple harden beneath the bra, and places a gentle kiss over her sternum. 
Malori’s breath hitches. 


“Oh, you like that, huh?” Vel smiles a toothy grin. 


“Yea...h” the reply is breathy, affirmative. And that’s all the confirmation Vel needs before 
disrobing her of her bra. Her breasts are small, dusky nipples hardened under the stimulation, 
a lovely sight. Velverosa proceeds to squeeze them some more, before licking them with her 
tongue, occasionally giving them tiny nibbles. 


The action makes Malori grind her hips into Vel’s. 
“Not so easily, little mage.” 
“What? Why?” Malori makes a noise of discontentment. 


“Such a needy human you are” Vel takes off her stockings, revealing pale thighs, smooth and 
toned. “But first, we are going to put that mouth of yours to better use. Now, take off my 
clothes.” 


Malori nods. 


Chapter End Notes 


I suck at smut so I skipped it. Bye. 


And Your Time Starts Now 


Chapter Summary 


It's time for tests. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 
“It’s strange seeing you study alone, Cerik” Alto quips. “Where’s Malori? She’s always in 
cahoots with you.” 


Cerik wonders how Alto keeps finding him; he had specifically paid for his seat to be 
secluded than the rest of the occupants of the library, and yet failed to avoid garnering 
attention from weirdos all the same. He sighs— there were two seats available after all, when 
he was booking his slot. 


(Such a constant was Malori’s presence in his life.) 


“T just decided on a change of pace, that’s all” Cerik replies, not lifting his eyes from the 
pages of the book splayed open before him. 


“Well, I study better with someone—” 
“No.” 


“Oh, come on!” Alto exclaims, but backs off nonetheless. Cerik is relieved— Malori wouldn’t 
have taken ‘no’ for an answer. “Fine, P1 hire someone— no need to get your pants in a twist.” 


“Will anyone even agree to that with only two days remaining for exams?” 


“Money doesn’t discriminate, Cerik. If got the coin, you can be the client. And I already 
know of such a person - Ms. Cecilia Doltessa - quite an eccentric person, but her research 
work is phenomenal” the cleric clarifies. 


Cerik has heard of her. How could he not? His father was the one that had recommended her 
as a mentor for a young Malori Crowett, one who had aspired to become a mage. Mr. 
Marcus, too, had agreed to the arrangement, all for his daughter, who had shown interest in 
the field of magic. 


“I just need to ask her quotation. Honestly, I thought you—” 


Cerik glares, and so Alto amends his line. 


“—I mean rich students like you would have already hired her as a private tutor. Guess I got 
lucky that she was still available at the moment.” 


“Why did you even come to the library, Alto? You are neither studying, nor letting others 
study” Cerik deadpans. “You clearly did your homework; whom to hire, how to study and all 
that. Stop bothering me and go prepare for your exams.” 


“My, aren’t you troubled.” 
“You are the trouble!” 


“I just came here to contact someone. The library had free terminals for use” Alto summons a 
communication crystal from his inventory. “You just looked so sad, that I couldn’t help but 
come over. Anyway, you really do seem troubled - visit the church tomorrow - maybe the 
Gods will look upon you with favour.” 


“If you had that much faith on Gods’ support, go to the church yourself and leave me in 
peace” Cerik closes his book, hoping Alto will catch the drift. 


And he does. 


“You are no fun, Aldebrandt. Guess, Crowett got tired of your boring attitude too” the cleric 
makes a show of patting dust from his coat, as he turned to leave. “Good luck with your 
studies and prayers.” 


Cerik slumps over the table, as he watches Alto go. 


He tries to get back into revising his notes, but the conversation with Alto had distracted him 
too much. He thinks of Malori— will she turn up for the exams? Has she changed her mind 
yet? Is she alright? Myriad of thoughts take up his mind and so he packs up for the day, since 
he was not being productive and leaves the library. 


Unmindfully, he bumps into someone. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry... Galena?” 


And Laila is there with her too. She greets him with a nod but Galena mutters out a warning 
instead. 


“Watch where you are going, Aldebrandt.” 
“Sorry, I was just thinking about the exams. It won’t happen again.” 
“Where’s Malori?” Laila pipes up. “Don’t you two study together?” 


“T don’t know. Anyway, I can study on my own just fine— if not, the results will tell. Maybe 
Galena will outrank me this year” he tries to change the topic. He does not want to think 
about Malori now. 


“Sorry to burst your bubble, but we both are not appearing for the school exams this 
semester. The applicants for the royal council apprentices will be appearing for a different set 
of tests, since we won’t be issued a standard adventurer’s license. That exam would be 
equivalent to our graduation exams, and we’ll be issued a graduation degree from the 
Council, endorsed by His Majesty himself” Galena explains. 


“So, you guys don’t have exams?” 


“Figured that’d be your only takeaway. To answer your question, no. However, we have 
already appeared for ours. We are just awaiting the results.” 


“No wonder you look so relaxed compared to us.” 


“And what do you mean by that, huh?” Galena asks, icily. “What’s wrong with being 
serious?” 


This woman changes moods so quickly, Cerik thinks. 


“Nothing! Nothing at all” he tries to pacify her, waving his arms, all in futile effort. But 
thankfully, Laila cuts in. 


“Galena, why don’t you go on ahead? I'll be there shortly— you wanted to buy an ice cream, 
right?” 


“Hmph” she agrees reluctantly, as she walks away in a huff. 
“Sorry, she can be a bit too much” she smiles apologetically. 
“No, no, it’s fine, you don’t need to apologise.” 


“You were right though; this is the most relaxed I have seen her in weeks. Even she was high 
strung with the preparation for the test— you know how competitive she gets.” 


“Yeah” Cerik runs a hand through his hair. “I guess us outranking her wasn’t doing any good 
for her psyche either.” 


“And since you two were not appearing in the apprentice program, she felt more confident. A 
mental boost, if one has to say. My support in solidarity could only go so far” she says, as if 
reasoning with him, trying to convey some unknown sentiment. 

And convey she does. 


“You are stronger than her, aren’t you?” 


The street lights flicker as they light up, dusk blending into evening. The head count on the 
streets increases, as people prepare to go back home from their work and retire for the day. 
The moon is a waning crescent among the tiny stars that still can’t match its muted glow. 


“T won’t confirm that, Cerik.” 


“You do not need to go so far for her sake. Live your life a little- you are free to make your 
own choices.” 


“Choices, huh? I could make them of my own volition, but I am afraid.” 
“Of your choices?” 


“No. I am afraid that Galena would make the wrong ones, if I am not there. Ones that could 
hurt her.” 


“Laila...” 


“Don’t pity me Cerik. It’s not like you, and besides, I have a feeling that you are facing a 
dilemma of your own.” 


Cerik is silent for a while. Then he nods in understanding. 


“T should get going. Good luck with your exams!” 


This cannot be happening. 


Malori watches the body of the demon rebellion commander floating weightlessly in a glass 
tube, courtesy of some arcane magic that she could not decipher with her human knowledge. 
She finds him during her search for Fhaust, stumbling upon his lab, seeking the general since 
she had been feeling fatigued and weak. 


Queen Vel? Malori has no idea where she is. She has been missing since the morning along 
with the demon generals. 


The body looks fresh, with no signs of decay whatsoever. In fact, it does not even look like 
he’s dead, merely asleep. There’s some sort of insignia near his temples, glowing dimly. She 
can’t make sense of it, and her breath feels short. Malori thinks that it is the scene before her 
that is causing her breathlessness, but it’s not. 


Her mark tingles. 


Her sights land upon a crystal at the console in Fhaust’s lab, integrated with the system. She 
assumes it to be some sort of communication terminal prevalent in the demon kingdom, akin 
to the one at Folstina. But her attempt to operate it goes wrong. 


Very wrong. 


The instant she touches the crystal, she’s flooded with visions, unfamiliar memories with 
familiar faces. And yet, they don’t seem fake. She sees Alto in glimpses, and Zariyah trying 


to run away, and Connoleth revealing that the extended battle at the border of No Man’s Land 
was just a setup to execute the surviving villagers of Apthos. She even sees herself in them, 
casting her ‘Frost bloom’ spell upon the owner of the memories. 


And most importantly, she sees a cannon. One that runs by sapping mana from humans 
invading the tower. 


Velverosa appears in those visions, standing right beside it— before Fhaust strikes suddenly 
from nowhere, and Malori gasps as she reels back from the pseudo-impact. 


She breathes deeply for a few seconds, to reorient herself to the physical world as she turned 
to face the floating body of the demon. 


These are his memories...and he is still alive. 


She departs the lab immediately, thinking up contingencies on her way out of the tower. She 
doesn’t doubt the integrity of the memories that she just saw, and to her, they made more 
sense than the evasive statements of the Demon Queen. 


How long was this kept from her? Why was it kept from her? Why didn’t Velverosa tell her 
about this? Her mind runs in this vicious loop, seeking answers that she already knows. 


She may have been a fool to have believed in whatever stories Velverosa fed her, but she isn’t 
foolish enough to ignore the reality. 


That she betrayed Cerik. 
That the demons lied to her. 
That she was used as a pawn, and Velverosa didn’t care about her one bit. 


Master, I need to meet her. 


She hopes that Cerik hadn’t leaked about her betrayal to the King, as she accessed the portal 
to Folstina. To her surprise, access is granted. That means she is still recognised as just 
another student adventurer in the kingdom of Folstina. 


(And not a traitor. She wonders if she could just turn up for the exams tomorrow as if nothing 
had happened.) 


It’s evening in Folstina, and Malori dons her cloak to mingle among the crowd thronging the 
streets of the city, to make her way to where her master lived. But to her disappointment, she 
isn’t there— and she had no way to figure out when she’d return. 


Oh wait, she does. She can use the terminal at the Folstina library to communicate with her 
master. And thus, she finds herself on the way to the library. 


“Malori? Is that you?” 


Her heart jumps out; she wasn’t expecting to run into acquaintances, much less unpleasant 
acquaintances. 


“Oh hey, Galena. And Laila, too.” 


“Bad timing for choosing to come to the library— it’s packed full of student adventurers 
preparing for the exams tomorrow. And Cerik already went home.” 


Cerik rarely studied in the library. He mostly frequented the place to indulge in his hobby of 
drawing lamias in stockings. It’s been quite some time since she even saw him drawing. 


(Not like she can see him, not anymore. Cerik had made his point crystal clear.) 
“Oh um, I wasn’t really looking to study you know. I just—” 


A weak grumble cuts off the conversation. Malori realises in her mortification that it was her 
stomach that emitted such a pitiful noise. 


“Neglecting your health is not good, Malori,” Laila says. 


“Yeah, let’s eat first. ’m in a good mood, so it’s my treat. Let’s go, Crowett. Any thinner, and 
the wind will blow you away” Galena gestures to follow her. 


Malori wants to refuse, but doesn’t; she really was hungry, even if the stress didn’t allow her 
to feel the bite of hunger yet. 


“Thanks.” 
“Come on, I know a place where we can have some food in peace.” 


They walk fast, Malori trailing behind, until the streets grow quieter and the crowd thinned 
out. Finally, they arrive at a quaint little makeshift outdoor cafe in a narrow walkway; except 
for a few customers and staff, there wasn't anyone present. 


“Laila, go ahead and order. Malori will pick a table. Let me go grab some drinks in the 
meanwhile” Galena says. 


And so, she finds herself sitting at a four-person table, waiting for the food and drinks. She 
loses herself in her thoughts, framing up plans on how to bring up the news of the cannon to 
her master, and eventually to the whole kingdom. Being so engrossed, she doesn’t notice the 
person approaching her table. 


“Malori? Malori Crowett?” 


A guy stands before her dressed in civilian attire. 


“Oh, yes, is the food ready?” 
“This is the Imperial regiment and you are under arrest.” 
“What?” 


“Kneel and surrender before this gets ugly. I won’t repeat myself” the words are weighty, and 
the man looks serious. Malori observes him for any sign that he might be bluffing, but she 
notices the sigil of the Imperial regiment woven in the sleeves of his shirt. 


“Galena! Laila!” Malori calls for them, anticipating that the situation would only go downhill 
from here on. Thankfully, Laila hears her and comes over. “Look there has been some 
misund—” Malori begins to explain. 


“There’s nothing to misunderstand, Mal.” 

“What? No!” 

“Comply or we will use force, Crowett” the man says, the ultimatum clear in his voice. 
Malori turns back and flees. 

Or at least, tries to. 


“Not so easily,” Malori is stopped in her tracks, on the receiving end of a sword, wielded by 
none other than Galena. 


“You tricked me” she grits out. She could escape, but not without raising a commotion and 
drawing the suspicion of the entire city, that too for treason. And everyone knew what the 
punishment for treason was. “You have no grounds for making this arrest.” 


“I don’t care. And while / may not have the grounds for arresting you, the King sure does. I 

was only following his command as an apprentice of the Royal Council” Galena refutes. It is 
only then that Malori notices that she was surrounded and everyone around her was a part of 
this operation, even the customers and the staff; the entire cafe was just a setup for her arrest. 


“Malori Crowett, you are arrested on grounds of suspected treason and terrorism. Get on the 
ground, now!” 


“Do you know why you are here and not in jail?” 


“Because I did not protest?” 


Malori replies, a snark against Princess Leora’s question. She half expects the guards to 
manhandle her at her impudence, but no one raises a hand against her. But the blonde remains 
unfazed, seated on her chair at the top of a few flight of stairs in her own council hall. 


“Because I wanted to give you a chance to explain yourself. Because father will not” she 
says, blue eyes resting on her knelt figure, observing her reactions. “We have reasons to 
believe that you have committed treason by actively helping the demons. Both in battles and 
by supplying information.” 


Malori doesn’t blink, and keeps quiet. 


“But what I want to know is whether you did this of your free will or you were coerced into 
this.” 


“Just like giving in to this unwarranted arrest?” 
“Answer the question, Malori.” 


Malori looks at her, but doesn’t meet her gaze, fingers touching the carpeted floor. She can’t, 
of course. What will she even tell her? That she was stupid enough to believe that there could 
be peace between humans and demons without bloodshed? Without violence? 


No, it was never possible without violence. 
“Frost bloom.” 


The guards near her immediate surroundings are encased in ice, with only Laila and Galena 
at the rear end unaffected. But they have drawn their weapons, and Malori doubts that they’Il 
let her leave without a fight. Even then, her attempt is to escape first and not to injure. 


She darts towards the exit but Laila blocks her path with earth magic. From her side Galena 
charges with a sword strike, and Malori counters with her icicle blast to keep her at bay. 
Another energy attack is aimed at her by Laila, and Malori deflects it with her fireball. 


It is but a distraction, and the duo had both closed in on her, lunging for the decisive blow. 
But Malori doesn’t let them— as she uses her fireball, just shy of its maximum intensity, on 
them. They are forced to put up a barrier to prevent serious burns from the spitting flames, 
but the shields break under Malori’s assault, and hit them straight, dealing heavy damage. 


She thinks that that’d be the end of the fight, but suddenly the area around her turns white. 


Before she even knew what was happening, lightning strikes her, a direct hit— and Malori 
faints. 


The world turns normal again, as Leora steps down the stairs, right hand outstretched, glyphs 
flickering out of existence. 


The guards, having managed to free themselves from the ice, come running up to her. “We 
apologise deeply, for this situation to get out of hand. Please forgive us for our 
incompetency.” 


“You should have prepared for it” she rebukes, venom apparent in her voice. ““What if father 
was here? Anyone could have been injured fatally. Aren’t you the Imperial Regiment? And 
you two” she turns to look towards the Vesmond cousins who were looking in bad shape after 
the fight. “You two need much more improvement. Jumping into the heat of the fight without 
any strategy is foolish. She could have easily killed you two, had she not been holding back.” 


Galena only grits her teeth and hangs her head. Laila nods her head in acceptance. There is 
nothing they can do when confronted with facts that Malori’s skills far surpassed them. 


“Now, go get help from the infirmary. Guards, use the mana blockers to restrain her, 
withdraw her status as a student adventurer and take her to jail.” 


A metallic clanging wakes her up. She opens her eyes blearily to the harsh lights of her cell, 
but she sits upright the moment she feels something weighing down on her wrists and legs. 


Manacles. 


p? 


“Get. ..get these off me!” she yells. 


“Inmate number 420” a voice floats over to her, from the other side of the bars. “Your food is 
here.” 


“You can’t do this to me!” 


The guard doesn’t respond. He has done his quota of work. An energy screen flares into life 
at the entrance of her cell, shutting of her view of the jail corridors. The food tray on the floor 
greets her silently. An assortment of bread and vegetables and a glass of liquid which she 
could not identify, makes up her dinner. 


The night, Malori tastes jail food for the first time in her life. 


She feels helpless, almost feeling like crying. Betrayed and beaten up, with seemingly no 
hope- all of this pushes her onto the brink of despair. She doesn’t want to give up yet, but 
with a belly full of food, and the exhaustion of the day catching up to her, Malori sinks into 
the temporary respite of sleep. 


“Hello, Malori.” 


Her dream is the same white landscape that had surrounded her briefly before she was struck 
by the Princess. She probably casted some kind of area of effect magic, she surmises. She 
isn’t familiar with it. But she is familiar with the voice that addressed her and she turns back 
to meet him. 


“Alto.” 


“Meeting you at last. Never thought it’d be under these circumstances though.” 
“Cut the bullshit. What do you have to say?” 


“So rude.” he clicks his tongue in mock annoyance. “I had thought you’d at least be surprised 
to see me.” 


“At this point, nothing surprises me anymore.” Which is wholly untrue, but there’s simply no 
time to dwell upon surprises anymore. 


“T can’t argue with that” Alto smiles. “But anyway, I came here to help. These are the codes 
to unlock your binds. They only prevent the materialisation of mana, not its flow. Channel 
your mana with them, and you’d be free from those shackles.” 


Few glyphs emerge briefly, and Malori commits them to her memory. She wants to doubt the 
effectiveness of the spells, and Alto’s intentions as well but asking that wouldn’t be enough to 
satiate her. So, she phrases her question differently. 


“What should I do next?” 


“It’s interesting that you ask me that. You already know what you want to do, why are you 
asking me?” 


“You said, you came here to help. So, help me” she demands, cheeks puffing up 
automatically in reaction. Alto only laughs in response. 


“Your audacity will get you killed.” 
“T don’t care.” 


“Such a pain. Well, since you don’t care, take the time to say farewell to the ones you care 
about. That’s the least you can do. Cerik sure was moping without you. Yov’ll find him at the 
Cathedral tonight. Good luck!” 


“Wai—” 


Malori’s eyes open, as her left hand shoots up to grasp him from leaving the abstract realm of 
her dreams. Too little, too late. But all is not lost, not yet. She needs to find Cerik. 


She escapes using the spells in her dream (thankfully, they worked). Using a stealth spell, she 
manages to avoid detection and get out from the cellular complex. She will not make the 
same mistake this time. 


There’s not much time left for the next day, she thinks, catching a glimpse at one of the 
clocks of the street poles. She needs to find him before the sun rises, else she’ll miss her 
chance since it’s exam day tomorrow morning. From afar, she sees the mana tree glow. 


Someone is carrying out a summoning ritual. 


Malori runs, augmenting her speed with magic. It’d have been better to take a carriage, but 
her inventory had been stripped when she was arrested. She has no money, no tools, no 
potions— absolutely nothing. She doubts whether she could even access her bank account at 
this point. 


When she’s near the church, she sees Cerik stepping into the ring of illumination surrounding 
the tree, which was encompassing the whole courtyard. 


“Cerik!” she screams her lungs out, stretching out the syllables in his name as she ran 
towards the ring. 


“CERIK!” 


He seems to have finally heard her, and turns to face her at the entrance of the church, just as 
a massive energy beam hits the mana tree, obliterating everything in its wake. 


The shockwave from the explosion flings Malori away as everything simply white out at the 
impact. 


Sirens blare throughout the city— with advisories declaring it a national threat and critical 
emergency. Fire has broken out, flames engulfing the fallen remains of the mana tree. Smoke 
billows up uncontrollably from the burning rubble, the cathedral is reduced to a pile of 
debris, and Cerik— 


—is gone. 


The dawn sky bleeds into an ashen hue, and far in the distant horizon, a dragoness roared. 


Chapter End Notes 


Sorry for the wait, I rewrote this chapter twice. It just wasn't flowing well. 
Some headcanons I included: 


People can communicate using dedicated communication terminals with their own 
communication crystal (inspired by RWBY), but only intra continental. 


Gave the Vesmond cousins some character. Although Galena's character did receive 
some focus in the webtoon, Laila was just there. I hc that Laila uses a staff (since she is 
of monk class). 


Leora can cast area of effect magic, but unlike Velverosa's, her magic turn her 
surroundings white, since her magic is drawn from the mana tree. 


Inmate number 420: Speaks for itself. Also a reference to Cerik's cell number 69 in the 
original webtoon. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


